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​Death Angels: San Francisco's Zebra Murders, 1973–1974

In the autumn of 1973, a city that prided itself on tolerance and progressive idealism became the hunting ground for one of the most organized and ideologically driven murder campaigns in American history. Over one hundred and seventy-nine days, a cell of radicalized men calling themselves Death Angels — operating out of a moving company on Market Street and drawing their theological warrant from a distorted interpretation of Nation of Islam doctrine — killed at least fifteen people and wounded eight others on the streets of San Francisco. Their victims were chosen for one reason only: the color of their skin.

Death Angels tells the full story of the Zebra murders — the terror, the investigation, the constitutional crisis of Operation Zebra's mass racial profiling, and the year-long trial that sent four men to prison for life. Drawing on the trial record of People v. Cooks, the memoir of the investigation's lead detective Prentice Earl Sanders, and Clark Howard's foundational account, Conrad McKelly reconstructs not only the crimes but the city they nearly broke: its empty streets, its fractured institutions, its slow and incomplete recovery. This is narrative history at its most urgent — a case that anticipated every debate about domestic terrorism, racial profiling, and civil liberties that America is still having today.
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​Prologue: A City That Forgot How to Walk at Night
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"Fear is the tax that conscience pays to guilt." — George Sewell



There is a particular quality to the silence of a frightened city.

It is not the silence of the countryside at night, which is full and organic and alive with the sounds of things that have no reason to hide. Nor is it the silence of a snowstorm, which muffles and softens and transforms the urban world into something briefly forgivable. The silence of a frightened city is a subtracted thing — a silence made not by the absence of people but by their deliberate withdrawal, by millions of individual decisions, made quietly and without announcement, to no longer be present in the open air. It is the silence of bolted doors and cancelled reservations and the peculiar, shameful calculation that runs, almost unconsciously, through a person's mind as they consider whether to walk two blocks to the corner store or to simply stay inside and go without. It is the silence of a city that has learned, through grief and repetition, that the sidewalk is not safe.

San Francisco, in the winter of 1973 and the spring of 1974, learned that lesson faster than almost any American city before or since.

By January of 1974, the signs of this withdrawal were visible everywhere, inscribed in the negative spaces of a metropolis that had always defined itself by its vitality. The restaurants of North Beach, which in ordinary times were bright and argumentative at ten o'clock on a weeknight, sat half-empty before nine, the proprietors staring from their windows at sidewalks where the foot traffic had thinned to almost nothing. The theaters along Geary Street, which had built their trade on the willingness of San Franciscans to dress up and go out and brave the city's famous wind-tunnel cold for the sake of an evening's entertainment, were reporting losses that their managers described in terms usually reserved for natural disasters. The bars of the Castro and the Mission, neighborhoods whose identity was inseparable from their nocturnal street life, emptied earlier with each passing week, and those who did stay drew close to the bar and spoke in lower voices than usual, as though volume itself were a vulnerability. Taxi dispatchers reported surges in calls from addresses only a few blocks apart — people who were paying for the privilege of not walking distances that, six months earlier, they would have covered without a second thought.

What had happened to San Francisco was not dramatic in the way that the word "terror" usually implies. There had been no explosion, no single catastrophic event that divided the city's sense of itself into a clear before and after. Instead, something had been dismantled incrementally, one random evening at a time, over the course of one hundred and seventy-nine days. The mechanism of this dismantling was almost unbearably simple: people were being shot on the street. Not because of who they knew, or what they had done, or where they had been. Not in the course of a robbery or a domestic dispute or any of the other familiar contexts in which urban violence had always been tragically common. They were being shot because of the color of their skin, chosen at random from the flow of ordinary city life and executed with a .32 caliber revolver by strangers who had no grievance against them personally, who did not know their names, who felt — or so the evidence would eventually suggest — a kind of ideological satisfaction in the act that bore no relationship to anything their victims had ever done or said or been.

This was something new. Or rather, it was something very old that was now being done in a new direction, with new justifications, and in a city that had not yet developed the psychological vocabulary to process it.



San Francisco in 1973 was a city already carrying a considerable weight of accumulated fear. The Zodiac Killer — that architect of cryptograms and taunting letters, that figure of almost theatrical malevolence — had not been caught. He had gone silent, or at least had stopped sending letters, but silence is not the same thing as absence, and the city had learned over the preceding years to regard the unidentified killer as a permanent feature of its psychic landscape, a dark shape just at the edge of visibility that might or might not still be there. The Zodiac's particular genius, if one can call it that, had been the construction of suspense: his violence was directed at specific individuals but his dread was distributed universally, a kind of ambient menace that no one entirely escaped.

That dread had barely begun to fade when the Bay Area was convulsed by a new series of political shocks that seemed, to many observers, to confirm that the social fabric of American life was unraveling at an accelerating rate. The Black Panther Party, whose Oakland headquarters was barely a bridge's span from San Francisco's most populated neighborhoods, had made the city a center of radical Black political activity that inspired passionate support among some and deep anxiety among others. The Weather Underground, those architects of symbolic bombing who had taken the anti-war movement to its violent extremity, had demonstrated that political grievance could translate into physical destruction without warning and without mercy. And then, in February of 1974, the Symbionese Liberation Army had kidnapped Patricia Hearst — the granddaughter of William Randolph Hearst, nineteen years old, a student at Berkeley — from her apartment less than ten miles from San Francisco's city limits. The SLA, with its bizarre communiqués and its rhetoric of revolutionary violence, seemed to confirm that the Bay Area had become a kind of laboratory for the most extreme expressions of American political rage.

None of these things were the Zebra murders. It is important to say that plainly, because the temptation to blur them together — to treat the entire period as a single undifferentiated crisis of radical violence — does a disservice to the specificity of each and to the very different political and historical forces that produced them. But they were the atmosphere in which the Zebra murders occurred, the charged and anxious air through which each new killing reverberated. When a city's population has already been living at a sustained pitch of collective anxiety for several years, the addition of a new terror does not simply add to the existing weight: it multiplies it, coloring everything that came before with a retrospective dread and making it harder to believe that the current episode will ever end.

By January 1974, San Francisco had been living with the Zebra killings for three months. It felt considerably longer.



The city's response to its fear was revealing. It responded, as cities often do, through commerce — specifically through the collapse of commerce, through the withdrawal of the billions of small economic transactions that constitute the daily life of a metropolis. Tourism, which San Francisco had always treated as a kind of birthright, declined sharply: the hotels on Nob Hill and Union Square reported cancellations that their managers struggled to explain to corporate headquarters in distant cities where the full dimensions of the crisis had not yet registered. The cable cars still ran, because the cable cars always ran, but their passenger loads thinned in the evenings, and there was a noticeable change in the character of those who remained on the streets after dark — fewer tourists, fewer residents out for pleasure, more people moving quickly and purposefully between point A and point B, with the particular body language of those who have somewhere specific to be and wish very much to get there without incident.

The city's nighttime economy, which had always been one of its most distinctive features, contracted with a speed that alarmed business owners and civic leaders alike. San Francisco had built an identity on the idea that it was a city without curfew, a place where the evening was not something to be survived but something to be inhabited and enjoyed, where the bars stayed open and the restaurants seated late tables and the streets of North Beach remained sociable well past midnight. That identity, carefully cultivated over decades, was being quietly dismantled by the cumulative effect of individual fear — by millions of separate calculations, each entirely rational in isolation, that collectively produced something irrational and terrible: a city that had stopped trusting its own streets.

Mayor Joseph Alioto, a forceful and combative figure who had built his political career on his identification with the city's working communities, watched these developments with a mixture of anger and helplessness that gradually hardened into political determination. He would act, eventually, and his action would itself become a constitutional crisis of considerable magnitude. But in January 1974, as the killings continued and the streets grew emptier and the phone lines into the Police Department's Zebra investigation filled with tips that led nowhere, the Mayor was presiding over a city in the grip of something he could not quite name and therefore could not quite combat.

What he was presiding over was a siege. Not the theatrical kind, with visible forces massed at the gates — but the quiet, creeping, cumulative kind, in which territory is surrendered not through dramatic defeat but through the steady erosion of the will to hold it. The territory being surrendered was not geographical but psychological: it was the city's belief in its own safety, its confidence in the idea that ordinary life — walking to a telephone booth, driving to a laundromat, strolling with a spouse after dinner — could be conducted without the constant, hovering awareness that someone might be watching you for the most arbitrary and irreversible of reasons.



The investigators assigned to the case had given it a name taken from the special "Z" band on the police radio frequency they used to keep their communications private: Zebra. The word had no racial connotation in its original usage — it was simply a letter, a designation, a way of keeping the investigation's radio traffic separate from the ordinary flow of police communication. But the word had acquired, by January 1974, a weight far beyond its administrative origins. "Zebra" had become the name for the fear itself, the label under which the city's collective dread had been filed and organized. When people said the word, they did not mean the investigation; they meant the thing that made them afraid to walk to their own cars.

The investigation itself was one of the largest in the history of the San Francisco Police Department, consuming enormous resources and generating an atmosphere of frustration and urgency within the department that the rank-and-file had rarely experienced. Hundreds of tips had been followed up and abandoned. Composite sketches had been released that were, in the honest assessment of the investigators themselves, insufficiently specific to narrow the field of suspects in any meaningful way. The suspect description that officers carried — a Black male, twenty-five to thirty years old, approximately six feet tall, one hundred and sixty to one hundred and eighty pounds — described a demographic category, not an individual, and all the professional commitment of the detectives working the case could not transform a demographic category into an arrest.

What the investigators did know, by January 1974, was this: the killings were connected. The same .32 caliber revolver had been used in multiple attacks; ballistics had established links between incidents that might otherwise have seemed unrelated. The attacks followed a consistent pattern — a rapid approach, shots fired at close range, a swift departure on foot or in a van — that suggested careful planning rather than impulsive violence. And the victims, diverse as they were in age and circumstance and the specific details of their final evenings, shared one characteristic that could not be explained away as coincidence: they were white.

This was the fact that the investigators circled and the newspapers reported obliquely and the city's civic leadership struggled to address without either minimizing it or allowing it to ignite the racial tensions that were already pulled tight across the Bay Area like a wire about to snap. The Zebra murders were, in the most precise and unflinching sense of the term, hate crimes — crimes committed out of an ideological conviction that the victims deserved to die on the basis of their racial identity alone. This was not a new phenomenon in American history. The country had an extraordinarily long and well-documented tradition of racially motivated murder. But that tradition ran in a specific and well-worn direction, and the Zebra murders ran the other way, and the city found itself without a fully formed language for processing what that meant.



Somewhere in that January city — somewhere between the emptied restaurant tables and the cancelled theater bookings and the taxi calls from people who no longer wished to walk two blocks alone — there was a laundromat.

It was an ordinary place, the kind that exists in every American city without demanding or receiving any particular notice: fluorescent-lit, smelling of soap powder and warm air, its walls lined with machines and its floor scattered with the plastic chairs on which people sit and wait for the most routine of domestic tasks to complete itself. On the night of January 28, 1974, a forty-five-year-old woman named Jane Holly was there, doing her washing. She was doing what people have always done in laundromats, in the particular combination of boredom and patience that the waiting requires. She was present in the most unremarkable way imaginable. She was shot twice in the back and killed.

She was one of five people shot that night. Four of them died.

That a woman could be murdered while doing her laundry — that the violence could reach into a space so utterly devoid of anything resembling menace or drama, a space defined entirely by its ordinariness — was perhaps the Zebra murders' most devastating message to the city it was terrorizing. It said, with a clarity that no amount of civic reassurance could entirely refute, that there was no place safe enough, no activity mundane enough, no setting ordinary enough to constitute a meaningful guarantee of protection. The killer, or killers, were not targeting the reckless or the adventurous or those who had taken risks that a more cautious person would have avoided. They were targeting the utterly ordinary, the people engaged in the most banal acts of daily existence, people who had done nothing at all except be present and be white and be alive.

This is what a siege looks like from the inside. Not walls and cannon but a laundromat. Not a battlefield but a parking lot, a sidewalk, a telephone booth. Not soldiers but a woman doing her washing, an eighty-seven-year-old man known to his neighbors for his funny hats, a young community worker walking home from a meeting in Potrero Hill. The geography of terror is the geography of the everyday, because it is only by colonizing the everyday that terror achieves its full strategic effect — which is not, ultimately, to kill, but to make the living afraid to live.

By January 1974, San Francisco was afraid. The streets said so. The empty tables said so. The taxis called from three blocks away said so. And the laundromat where Jane Holly had gone to do something as ordinary as her washing said so in a language so plain and so devastating that the city would spend the rest of that year, and several years beyond, trying to find words adequate to respond to it.



How did San Francisco arrive at this moment?

The answer to that question is not simple, and any account that pretends otherwise is selling something. It is not simply the story of a group of murderers and the police who caught them. It is the story of a city at the collision point of multiple American crises — racial, political, legal, economic — that had been building, separately and together, for decades before they finally converged in one hundred and seventy-nine days of random execution. It is the story of a radicalized ideology that turned religious grievance into a murder point system, of a police department divided against itself along racial lines, of a constitutional battle over the limits of law enforcement that would echo through American jurisprudence for decades. It is the story of informants and immunity deals and courtrooms that sat for more than a year while a city tried to understand what had been done to it and who had done it and whether the law possessed the tools to respond.

But before any of that, it is the story of specific human beings. Of Richard Hague, who survived, and Quita, his wife, who did not. Of a homeless man whose name no one recorded and whose body was found at Ocean Beach on Christmas Eve, whose death in a warehouse on Market Street was so terrible that the investigator who first heard it described sat in silence for a long moment before he could bring himself to speak. Of an eighty-one-year-old man shot four times while walking home from work on a December evening, of a twenty-three-year-old woman shot while taking clothes from her car, of a young man named Nelson Shields who was killed on a April afternoon while packing a vehicle, and who left behind a father whose grief would help build a national movement.

And it is the story of Jane Holly in her laundromat, in the fluorescent light, with the machines turning. Doing her washing. Being entirely, undefendably ordinary.

This is where we begin.
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​Chapter One: The Fog and the Fear — San Francisco Before the Murders
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"The whole secret of life is to be interested in one thing profoundly and in a thousand things well." — Horace Walpole

"Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears." — Italo Calvino



​I.

There is a particular vanity to which great cities are prone, and San Francisco had always suffered from it more acutely than most. The vanity is this: the belief that the city's identity — its character, its mythology, its idea of itself — is so firmly established, so deeply rooted in the accumulated weight of its own history and self-regard, that no external force can fundamentally alter it. San Francisco had built that identity over more than a century of deliberate cultivation. It was the city of the Gold Rush and the Barbary Coast, of earthquake and resurrection, of the Beat poets in their North Beach cafés and the hippies in their Haight-Ashbury commune, of the cable cars that climbed impossible hills and the bay that glittered on all sides like a promise of freedom. It was a city that prided itself on its tolerance, its eccentricity, its willingness to absorb and accommodate and ultimately romanticize almost any variety of human experience that arrived at its fog-wrapped shores.

By 1973, that vanity had been subjected to a series of blows severe enough to raise, in the minds of the city's more reflective inhabitants, a genuine question about whether the identity had held. The blows had come from different directions and had been delivered by very different hands, but they shared a common quality: they had each, in their separate ways, attacked the city's foundational assumption that San Francisco was a special place where the ordinary rules of American violence and social dissolution did not fully apply. The Zebra murders, when they came, came to a city that was already half-convinced it had been wrong about itself. Understanding what they meant, and why they devastated the city as thoroughly as they did, requires understanding the world into which they arrived — the specific texture of San Francisco's accumulated fear in the years before the first shot was fired.

That fear had a history. It had, in fact, several histories, layered one on top of another like geological strata, each deposited by a different crisis, each leaving its own distinct residue on the collective psychology of the city.



​II.

The deepest and in many ways the most durable of these strata was the one left by a killer who had never been caught.

The Zodiac Killer operated in the San Francisco Bay Area between 1968 and 1969 — or at least, those were the years during which his confirmed attacks occurred, though the question of where and when his actual career began and ended would generate controversy for decades. He killed at least five people and claimed in his letters to have killed considerably more. He shot couples parked in lovers' lanes in Solano County and Napa County; he stabbed two young people at Lake Berryessa while wearing a bizarre executioner's hood; he shot a taxi driver in the Presidio Heights neighbourhood of San Francisco itself, a block from Julius Kahn Playground on a quiet Saturday night in October 1969. He wrote letters to the San Francisco Chronicle and the San Francisco Examiner and the Vallejo Times-Herald, enclosing cryptograms he claimed would reveal his identity if solved and taunting the police with his continued liberty. He gave himself his own name — the Zodiac — and he seemed to take a genuine and theatrical pleasure in the public dimension of his crimes, in the knowledge that the city and the region were reading his letters and discussing his messages and lying awake at night wondering where he would strike next.

What the Zodiac had created, beyond the immediate grief of his victims' families, was something that criminologists would later identify as a new kind of urban anxiety: the fear of the random and the anonymous. His victims had no obvious connection to one another and no discernible connection to him. They had not wandered into dangerous neighborhoods or engaged in risky behavior by the standards of their time; they had parked in areas that other young couples used for exactly the same purpose, walked in parks, taken taxis home. The Zodiac's selection of victims communicated a message that was, in its way, more terrifying than the violence itself: that there was no behavior modification available to the ordinary citizen, no precaution that could reduce the risk to zero, because the killer did not choose his victims for any reason that could be anticipated or avoided. He chose them because they were present, and because he wished to.

By 1973, the Zodiac had been silent for several years. He had sent his last confirmed letter in 1971, though subsequent letters claiming to be from him continued to arrive at newspaper offices and police departments and were evaluated with varying degrees of skepticism by investigators. He had not been identified. He had not been arrested. He was, in the most precise sense, still at large, and the city's awareness of that fact persisted as a kind of background radiation — not acutely felt in every moment, but never entirely absent, shaping at some level the way San Franciscans thought about the streets they walked and the darkness that gathered at the edges of familiar places.

The police response to the Zodiac had not covered the SFPD in distinction. The investigation had been massive and ultimately fruitless, generating enormous quantities of paperwork and genuine investigative effort that led to several serious suspects but no prosecution. What the city took away from the Zodiac era was a vague, unsettling lesson about the limits of police efficacy — a lesson that sat, uneasily, alongside its traditional civic pride in the department. The streets were not as safe as the mythology required. The police were not, in the end, omnipotent. These were not comfortable conclusions for a city that had always preferred to believe otherwise, and they had not been fully digested before the next crisis arrived.



​III.

If the Zodiac had taught San Francisco to fear the anonymous individual killer, the political violence of the early 1970s taught it something different and in some ways more destabilizing: that organized groups, operating from explicit ideological convictions, were willing to use violence as a tool of political communication in the city's streets and institutions.

The Black Panther Party had been founded in Oakland in October 1966 by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, two young men whose intellectual formation drew on Frantz Fanon, Mao Zedong, and the traditions of Black radical politics in America, and whose practical program combined genuine community service — free breakfast programs, medical clinics, legal aid — with an embrace of armed self-defense that electrified some observers and horrified others. By the early 1970s, the Party was in serious decline, battered by internal divisions, FBI counterintelligence programs that had deliberately exacerbated those divisions, and a series of violent confrontations with police that had left several of its most prominent members dead or in prison. But decline is not the same as disappearance, and the Panthers' presence in Oakland and San Francisco remained a fact of Bay Area political life that the authorities could not ignore and a significant portion of the white population could not process without anxiety.

It is important to be precise about what the Black Panther Party was and was not, because the political climate of the early 1970s generated a great deal of imprecision on the subject, and because that imprecision had direct consequences for the way events would later unfold. The Panthers were not a terrorist organization, though the FBI under J. Edgar Hoover had invested enormous resources in persuading the public that they were. They were a militant political organization that had embraced the rhetoric and symbolism of armed resistance, that had engaged in genuine violent confrontations with police, and that had also built meaningful community institutions in neighborhoods that the government had systematically neglected. The distinction matters, not because it erases the real violence that occurred in and around the Party's activities, but because the failure to make it — the habit of collapsing everything "militant" and "Black" and "political" into a single threatening category — would have profound consequences for how law enforcement and the public would respond when a genuinely murderous organization later emerged from the same general geographical and cultural terrain.

The police and political establishment of San Francisco and Alameda County had spent years in a state of high alertness regarding Black political radicalism. That alertness had generated surveillance programs, informant networks, tactical units, and a general institutional disposition toward treating Black political activity as a security threat. These institutional habits and dispositions did not simply evaporate when a new crisis arrived. They shaped — distorted, one might argue — the initial investigative response to the Zebra murders in ways that would become apparent only in retrospect.



​IV.

While the Panthers represented a form of radical politics rooted in the specific history of Black America, the Bay Area was simultaneously home to a variety of white radical movements whose relationship to violence was equally complex and whose activities contributed their own layer to the region's atmosphere of political tension.

The Weather Underground — or the Weathermen, as they were initially known — had emerged from the collapse of Students for a Democratic Society in 1969 as a faction committed to the view that nonviolent protest was insufficient and that the American government would only respond to force. Their theory of action was essentially theatrical: they planted bombs in symbolic locations — the Capitol, the Pentagon, the New York City police headquarters — while taking elaborate precautions to ensure no one was killed, in the belief that the act of bombing itself would communicate a message of revolutionary seriousness that words could not. Whether their theory was correct in any meaningful sense is debatable, but what it unquestionably produced was a series of dramatic incidents that kept the Bay Area and the nation in a state of ongoing awareness that politically motivated bombing was a real and active practice.

The Weathermen had strong roots in the Bay Area. Several of their prominent members had come up through the Berkeley student movements, and the region's tradition of radical politics provided them with a broader sympathetic environment — if not active support, then at least a cultural context in which their actions were understood by a significant portion of the population as politics, however extreme, rather than simply as crime. This distinction — between political violence and criminal violence — was one that law enforcement and the courts were increasingly forced to navigate during this period, and the navigation was never clean or fully satisfactory.

What matters for the purposes of understanding the Zebra murders' reception and investigation is that by 1973, the Bay Area's law enforcement apparatus had been organized, for several years, around the assumption that the primary threats to public safety were political in nature and that the appropriate response to those threats required a certain militarization of police function — a disposition toward mass surveillance, informant cultivation, and tactical deployment that was designed for a different kind of adversary than the one that would eventually materialize in the autumn of that year.



​V.

If any single event crystallized the particular anxieties of early 1974 — the sense that San Francisco and its environs had become a laboratory for the most extreme expressions of American political rage — it was the kidnapping of Patricia Campbell Hearst.

On the night of February 4, 1974, a group of armed individuals forced their way into the Berkeley apartment that Patricia Hearst shared with her fiancé, Steven Weed, and abducted her at gunpoint. Hearst was nineteen years old, a sophomore at the University of California at Berkeley, and the granddaughter of William Randolph Hearst, the newspaper magnate whose name was synonymous with American media power. Her kidnappers were members of the Symbionese Liberation Army — the SLA — a small, bizarre, and ferociously violent organization whose ideology defied easy categorization, combining elements of Black liberation theory, anarchism, and a kind of apocalyptic revolutionary fantasy that seemed, even to other radicals of the period, disconnected from any recognizable political reality.

The SLA had announced itself to the Bay Area's attention the previous November, when its members murdered Marcus Foster, the superintendent of the Oakland Unified School District and one of the most admired Black educators in California. Foster had been a genuine progressive figure, widely respected across racial and political lines; his assassination by an organization that claimed to be acting in the interests of oppressed Black people struck many observers as a form of political incoherence so extreme as to constitute madness. The SLA's communiqués, which combined a genuine facility with radical rhetoric with demands and arguments of staggering implausibility, did not dispel this impression.

The Hearst kidnapping transformed what had been a local notoriety into a national obsession. Here was the granddaughter of a press dynasty, seized from her apartment at gunpoint by self-described revolutionaries who issued tape-recorded demands in the language of liberation theology and called their captive "prisoner of war." The story had every element required to dominate the national news cycle — wealth, violence, ideology, youth, and the endlessly photogenic quality of the Bay Area itself, which the television cameras had learned, over years of covering its protests and conflicts, to render in terms of dramatic scenic contrast.

The subsequent events — Hearst's apparent conversion to the SLA's cause, the bank robbery in which she appeared to participate willingly, the tape recording in which she announced her new name and her new identity as "Tania" — unfolded through the spring and summer of 1974, overlapping and interweaving with the Zebra investigation in ways that the city's population found almost impossible to process. San Francisco was, in the early months of 1974, simultaneously managing a serial murder crisis, a kidnapping that had become a psychological spectacle, the ongoing fallout from years of political violence, and the constitutional controversy that would soon erupt around Operation Zebra. The cumulative weight of these crises was not merely additive; it was, for many San Franciscans, genuinely disorienting — a sustained assault on the assumption that ordinary civic life could continue to be organized around the expectation of reasonable safety.

It is worth pausing on that word: disorienting. The psychologists who have studied the effects of sustained collective trauma on urban populations use it with some precision, meaning not just confusion or fear but a specific disruption of the cognitive frameworks — the mental maps and social scripts and habitual assumptions — through which people navigate daily life. Cities are, among other things, systems of shared expectation: we expect that the traffic lights will function, that the mail will be delivered, that the sidewalk will be available for walking without requiring specific preparation or extraordinary courage. When those expectations are disrupted at sufficient depth and over sufficient time, the disruption extends beyond mere inconvenience into something that touches the foundational structures of how people relate to their physical and social environment.

By the spring of 1974, San Francisco was experiencing something like this. The city had not broken — its institutions continued to function, its neighborhoods continued to exist and to maintain their distinctive characters, its extraordinary physical beauty continued to operate on visitors and inhabitants alike with its usual force. But something had shifted, something that was hard to name precisely but that expressed itself in the emptied streets and the early closings and the taxis called for three-block journeys, in the particular social temperature — guarded, watchful, prone to sudden sharp drops into explicit anxiety — that visitors from other cities sometimes noticed and locals had long since ceased to register as unusual.



​VI.

Into this environment — this city already marinating in accumulated fear — came a set of institutional realities that would prove, when tested, to be as significant as any of the external threats.

The San Francisco Police Department of the early 1970s was an organization in internal conflict whose contradictions had not yet fully worked themselves out, and the pressure of the Zebra investigation would expose those contradictions with a clarity that the department's leadership found deeply uncomfortable. The SFPD was, by the standards of large American urban police forces, a relatively well-regarded institution — adequately funded, reasonably professional, possessed of genuine investigative talent and a tradition of effective major-case work. It had navigated the tumultuous politics of the preceding decade with a competence that, while not unmarked by failure, had preserved its basic institutional legitimacy in the eyes of most of the city's population.

But it was also, as virtually all large American police departments of the era were, an institution shaped by decades of discriminatory employment and promotion practices that had produced a command structure almost exclusively white and a rank-and-file that was overwhelmingly so. The small number of Black officers within the department occupied a peculiar and often painful institutional position, their professional advancement constrained by informal barriers that their white colleagues rarely acknowledged and their service to the community complicated by the very real tensions between that community and the department they represented.

This tension had, by 1973, produced a legal confrontation of considerable significance. Two of the SFPD's most able investigators — Prentice Earl Sanders and Rotea Gilford, both African American, both assigned to the homicide division — were, at the time the Zebra murders began, plaintiffs in a class-action lawsuit against the department alleging discriminatory promotion practices. The lawsuit was not a minor or peripheral matter; it was a direct challenge to the institutional culture of the department, backed by substantial evidence and pursued with the seriousness that both men brought to everything they did professionally. It was also, given the department's internal politics, an act of considerable personal courage.

Sanders and Gilford occupied a position that was, in the context of the Zebra investigation, almost unbearably paradoxical. They were among the very few investigators in the department with the cultural knowledge, the community relationships, and the personal credibility to conduct the kind of intelligence-led, community-embedded investigation that the Zebra case would ultimately require. They understood, in a way that most of their white colleagues did not and perhaps could not, the social geography of the Black neighborhoods where the killers operated and the religious and political landscape in which the Death Angels had emerged. They were, by training and experience and personal history, precisely the investigators that the case needed.

They were also suing their employer. And the department's response to that lawsuit — or rather, the response of certain elements within the department — had included signals sufficiently clear and sufficiently menacing to leave both men in no doubt that their institutional standing was precarious. The alleged warning that in a dangerous situation, no white backup would be forthcoming — that they were, in effect, "sitting ducks" within their own department — was not the kind of message that improved an investigator's effectiveness, or that suggested the department was organized to respond optimally to a crisis of the kind that was about to unfold.

This institutional dysfunction — the SFPD's failure to resolve its internal racial contradictions before they were stress-tested by a major investigation — was not a peripheral feature of the Zebra story. It was, in many ways, central to it, shaping the investigation's initial missteps, its eventual breakthrough, and the constitutional crisis that erupted in between. To understand why the case unfolded as it did, one must understand the department as it was, not as its public relations might have preferred to present it.



​VII.

San Francisco's economy and civic culture in the early 1970s added further dimensions to the picture. The city was, by any objective measure, prosperous and dynamic — the financial center of the American West, the hub of a regional economy that stretched from the agricultural Central Valley to the emerging technology industries of what was not yet commonly called Silicon Valley. Its property market was beginning the dramatic appreciation that would, over the following decades, transform it from a working-class city of diverse neighborhoods into one of the most expensive urban markets in the world. Its cultural institutions were strong; its universities and hospitals were among the finest in the country; its physical infrastructure, rebuilt after the 1906 earthquake and expanded through the mid-century boom, was largely functional and well-maintained.

But prosperity and civic dynamism do not, by themselves, resolve the deeper structural tensions of American urban life, and San Francisco in the early 1970s was experiencing a version of the conflicts that were reshaping every major American city: conflicts between longtime white working-class residents and incoming Black and Latino communities over housing, employment, and political representation; conflicts between a police department organized around the assumptions of an earlier era and communities whose relationship to law enforcement was complicated by long histories of discriminatory treatment; conflicts between the city's self-image as a progressive, tolerant, cosmopolitan metropolis and the realities of economic inequality and racial segregation that persisted beneath that self-image.

These conflicts had political expression. The city's Board of Supervisors and Mayor's office were sites of genuine and sometimes bitter contestation between different constituencies, and the question of how to police the city — with what priorities, with what constraints, in service of whose safety — was among the most contested. Mayor Alioto, who would later order the controversial Operation Zebra dragnet, was a Democrat of the old school: pro-labor, anti-Communist, a believer in strong institutions and effective government who was more comfortable with the language of law and order than with the language of radical critique. His relationship with the city's Black political leadership was complex — respectful in certain respects, strained in others — and the Zebra crisis would test it in ways that neither he nor they fully anticipated.

The Nation of Islam, whose San Francisco temple would later prove to be the organizational context from which the Death Angels emerged, was itself a presence in the city's social landscape that the authorities understood imperfectly and surveilled with varying degrees of competence. Founded by Wallace D. Fard in Detroit in 1930 and subsequently built into a national institution by Elijah Muhammad, the NOI had by the early 1970s become one of the most significant Black religious organizations in America — not numerically the largest, but arguably the most culturally visible, a symbol of Black self-determination and separatist conviction that generated passionate loyalty among its members and fierce controversy in the broader society. The NOI ran businesses, published newspapers, operated schools, and maintained a discipline among its membership that was, depending on one's perspective, either an admirable demonstration of organizational capacity or an authoritarian structure that inhibited individual judgment.

What the NOI was not, in its mainstream institutional form, was a murder organization. This distinction is important and requires emphasis, because the Zebra investigation would eventually produce a narrative in which the organizational context of the killings — the Nation of Islam's Temple 26 in San Francisco — was treated by some commentators and investigators as the source of the violence, when the more precise account is considerably more complicated. The Death Angels were a radicalized splinter cell operating within and around the temple's institutional structure, drawing on the NOI's ideological vocabulary but distorting it into something that the organization's mainstream leadership neither authorized nor endorsed. The distinction between a radicalized cell that uses a religious institution as a host environment and the institution itself is not merely semantic; it has direct implications for how the violence is understood and how the appropriate institutional and legal responses are calibrated.

In 1973, however, those distinctions were not yet clear to anyone. The investigators who would work the Zebra case knew that the killings had something to do with the NOI; they did not yet know precisely how, or why, or in what organizational configuration the killers were operating. And the institutional biases and analytical frameworks they brought to the investigation — shaped by years of surveilling Black political organizations, by the habits of thought developed during the Panther era, by the SFPD's own racial dynamics — were not perfectly calibrated instruments for making the fine distinctions that the case required.



​VIII.

It is worth considering, in this context, what San Francisco had come to believe about itself in the years before the murders began.

The city's self-mythology, always powerful, had undergone a significant revision during the 1960s. The Summer of Love in 1967, with its extraordinary concentration of youth culture and countercultural experimentation in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood, had cemented San Francisco's identity as the capital of American bohemia, the city where the conventional was questioned and the unconventional celebrated, where diversity of every kind was not merely tolerated but actively embraced as a civic virtue. This self-image was not entirely fictional — San Francisco was genuinely more racially diverse, more sexually tolerant, more culturally adventurous than most American cities of its era — but like all civic mythologies, it simplified and flattered and elided the contradictions that a more dispassionate account would be required to acknowledge.

The mythology said: we are different here. We are better. The things that happen in other cities — the racial violence, the political authoritarianism, the cultural conformism — do not happen here, because we have chosen to be a different kind of place. This is a powerful and in many ways an admirable civic faith, and it has motivated genuine achievements in the direction of tolerance and inclusion. But it is also a faith that makes its adherents peculiarly vulnerable to the specific kind of disillusionment that comes when the events that "don't happen here" happen here anyway.

The Zodiac had been the first serious challenge to that faith. A killer who operated in the Bay Area, who targeted ordinary people engaged in ordinary activities, who was never caught despite the full deployment of the region's investigative resources — this was not the kind of story that fit comfortably within a civic mythology built on exceptionalism. The political violence of the late 1960s and early 1970s had been another challenge, though one that could be partially absorbed by the mythology's capacity to romanticize dissent, to reframe even violent political action as evidence of the city's passionate engagement with the great moral questions of the age.

The Zebra murders would prove far more difficult to absorb. They were directed not at institutions or symbols but at individuals, chosen at random, in settings so ordinary as to constitute a direct assault on the concept of daily life. They were carried out not by disaffected white radicals whose grievances could be mapped onto a familiar narrative of alienated youth and imperial overreach, but by Black men acting from a racial ideology that the city's progressive self-image had no framework for processing — an ideology that was, in the most precise sense, the mirror image of the white supremacy that the city had always loudly condemned, and whose existence forced a confrontation with uncomfortable questions about the relationship between legitimate political grievance and murderous extremism.

That confrontation would be conducted badly, in many respects. The police response would overshoot, dragnet-style, before being pulled back by the courts. The political leadership would veer between minimization and overreaction. The press would struggle to report on the racial dimensions of the killings without either inflaming or suppressing them. And the city's Black community — which was not, of course, a monolithic entity but a diverse and internally contested collection of neighborhoods, organizations, political positions, and individual lives — would find itself in the impossible position of being simultaneously a community deeply affected by the killings and a community systematically suspected of harboring the killers.

All of this lay ahead. In the autumn of 1973, the fog was still rolling in off the bay in the usual way, the cable cars were still running their familiar routes up the hills, and the restaurants and theaters and bars of the city were still bright and full and apparently confident in the permanence of their own vitality. The city did not yet know what was coming. It did not know that within a matter of weeks it would begin the long, slow, involuntary process of learning to be afraid of its own streets.

But the conditions for that fear were already in place. The Zodiac had established the template. The political violence had militarized the institutional response. The internal divisions within the SFPD had compromised the investigative capacity that the coming crisis would demand. And somewhere in the city, in a warehouse on Market Street and in the daily routines of men who worked there and worshipped at Temple 26 and had arrived, by pathways that the history of American racism had helped to pave, at a theology of murder — somewhere, the preparation was already complete.

The fog was rolling in. The city, brilliant and beautiful and frighteningly vulnerable, did not yet know to be afraid.

It would learn.
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​Chapter Two: The Department Divided — Race Inside the SFPD
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"The most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed." — Steve Biko

"A man who won't die for something is not fit to live." — Martin Luther King Jr.



​I.

To understand what Prentice Earl Sanders was, it is necessary first to understand what the San Francisco Police Department was — what kind of institution he entered, what culture he navigated, what silent architecture of exclusion he moved through every working day for the better part of two decades before the Zebra murders brought the contradictions of that institution into their sharpest and most public relief.

The SFPD of the postwar decades was, in its broad outlines, recognizable as a type. It was a large municipal police force that had grown up in the particular social and political conditions of a mid-century American city — conditions that included the almost total exclusion of Black people from positions of institutional authority, the operation of informal but powerful networks of patronage and preferment that ran along ethnic and familial lines, and a culture of internal solidarity whose other face was a fierce resistance to accountability from outside. It was not, by the standards of American urban policing in the 1950s and 1960s, unusually corrupt or unusually brutal; it was, in those respects, roughly average, which is to say that it operated with a degree of both corruption and brutality that later generations would find extraordinary and that its own era normalized so completely as to render largely invisible. It was staffed primarily by Irish Americans and Italian Americans and a scattering of other European ethnic groups whose parents or grandparents had found in urban police work the combination of steady employment, institutional belonging, and community status that the American economic structure had not otherwise made available to them.

For Black San Franciscans, the SFPD was an institution whose relationship to their community was defined, as it was in virtually every major American city, by a long history of discriminatory enforcement and exclusionary employment. Black officers existed within the department — they were not formally banned, as they had been in some Southern cities — but they existed in numbers so small as to constitute a token presence rather than a meaningful one, and their presence at the rank of detective or above was vanishingly rare. The informal mechanisms by which promotions were decided and assignments made operated, as informal mechanisms of this kind invariably do, to reproduce the existing demographic distribution of power, since the people who made the decisions about who was qualified and who was ready and who would be a good fit were themselves products of the culture they were perpetuating.

This was not, in the early 1970s, a situation unique to San Francisco. It was the condition of American urban policing in general, and it was being challenged, simultaneously, in cities across the country by Black officers who had decided that the available informal accommodations — the patient waiting for a system to reform itself from within, the careful management of white colleagues' discomfort, the strategic invisibility that had been the price of advancement for the previous generation — were no longer adequate responses to a situation that had persisted too long and at too great a cost. What made San Francisco distinctive was the specific character of the challenge that emerged there, embodied in two men whose partnership and courage would shape not only the Zebra investigation but the department's entire subsequent trajectory.



​II.

Prentice Earl Sanders came to the SFPD in 1964, part of a small wave of Black officers recruited in the aftermath of the Civil Rights Act and the political pressures it brought to bear on public institutions across the country. He was, by all subsequent accounts, an exceptional police officer in the most straightforward sense: intelligent, methodical, possessed of genuine investigative instincts and the kind of interpersonal authority that made witnesses talk and colleagues listen. He had grown up in segregated Texas, which meant that he had arrived in San Francisco carrying a detailed and experiential understanding of what systematic racial exclusion looked like in practice — an understanding that the city's self-mythology as a progressive oasis sometimes led its white residents to assume was not necessary here.

He discovered, with a speed that his Texas upbringing had perhaps prepared him for better than he might have wished, that the mechanisms of exclusion in San Francisco were less overt but no less effective than the ones he had left behind. The informal codes that governed advancement within the department — the social networks, the after-work gatherings, the mutual sponsorships and endorsements that determined whose name came up when a detective's slot opened — were organized along lines that did not include him, not because anyone explicitly said so, but because the culture had never been designed with his inclusion in mind and had not, in the years since his hiring, been reformed sufficiently to make his exclusion anything other than automatic.

He was not, however, a man inclined toward passive acceptance of automatic exclusion, and it was in this quality — this combination of professional excellence and personal determination — that his real significance for the department's history lies. Sanders did the work. He made the arrests, built the cases, earned the commendations. He did everything that the department's formal criteria for advancement required, and he watched, year after year, as less qualified white officers moved past him to positions that the formal criteria suggested should have been his. He observed. He documented. He formed a clear-eyed view of what was happening and why, and he arrived, eventually, at the conclusion that documentation and clarity, by themselves, were insufficient — that the only language the institution would actually respond to was the language of legal compulsion.

Rotea Gilford arrived at the same conclusion by a somewhat different route. Where Sanders was methodical and deliberate in his manner, Gilford was more openly confrontational, quicker to name what he was seeing and to challenge it directly. He was a gifted investigator in his own right, with a particular skill for the community relationships that effective homicide work in Black neighborhoods required — the ability to move through those neighborhoods with genuine authority rather than mere official status, to be trusted by people who had abundant historical reasons to distrust anyone carrying a badge. Gilford understood, as Sanders did, that this skill was both an asset that the department exploited and a quality that the department's leadership was unwilling to reward with the rank and resources it deserved.

The friendship and professional partnership between Sanders and Gilford was, given the department's culture, both necessary and remarkable. They were, in a meaningful sense, each other's primary support within an institution that regarded them at best with indifference and at worst with active hostility. They shared information, strategy, and the kind of frank assessment of their situation that each could only conduct fully with someone who understood it from the inside. They also shared a commitment to remaining within the institution — to fighting it from within rather than leaving it — that was itself a form of extraordinary discipline, since the psychic cost of daily life in an organization that treated your presence as a concession rather than a contribution was not trivial and was sustained only by a conviction that the fight was worth it.



​III.

The class-action lawsuit that Sanders and Gilford would eventually file against the SFPD did not emerge suddenly or impulsively. It was the product of years of accumulated evidence, careful documentation, and the patient construction of a legal case that could withstand the department's inevitable resistance. The evidence they gathered described a promotion system whose formal criteria — ostensibly neutral, ostensibly meritocratic — produced outcomes that were, in their consistent racial pattern, impossible to explain as the result of neutral meritocracy. Black officers with records equivalent to or better than their white counterparts were passed over for promotion at rates that statistical analysis could not attribute to chance. The informal networks that shaped promotional decisions operated in ways that systematically excluded Black officers from the sponsorships and endorsements on which advancement depended. The culture of the department — its social rituals, its communication patterns, its allocation of the desirable assignments that built careers — was organized around an implicit racial hierarchy that its beneficiaries either did not notice or preferred not to examine.

The decision to sue was not made easily or without a clear understanding of its consequences. To file a lawsuit against one's employer is, under any circumstances, a significant act. To do so while continuing to work for that employer, in a job that depends on the cooperation of colleagues and the support of supervisors who will now know themselves to be defendants or potential defendants — this requires a combination of personal courage and professional confidence in one's own indispensability that few people possess. Sanders and Gilford possessed it, and they filed.

The lawsuit's existence did not improve the atmosphere in which they worked. This is perhaps the most generous way of putting it. The SFPD command structure did not respond to the challenge with the kind of institutional self-examination that the situation, in an ideal world, would have prompted. It responded, as institutions under legal challenge tend to do, with a combination of formal compliance and informal resistance — the public posture of cooperation with the legal process accompanied by a range of subtler communications designed to make clear that the plaintiffs had chosen a side and that the consequences of that choice would be felt in the daily texture of their professional lives.

The most chilling of these communications — chilling precisely because of its implication that the institution was willing to countenance the physical endangerment of its own officers as a tool of institutional pressure — was the alleged warning, relayed through informal channels with the ambiguous deniability that such warnings require, that in a tight situation, white backup for Sanders and Gilford would not be forthcoming. Police work depends on the reliability of backup. The knowledge that colleagues will respond when called, that the blue wall holds in the moments when it matters most, is not merely a professional convenience but a foundational condition of the job's psychological sustainability. To remove that assurance — to communicate that the normal protections of institutional membership did not apply — was to make a statement about the two men's standing within the department that was more eloquent and more brutal than any formal disciplinary action could have been.

That this warning was allegedly given to men who were simultaneously being asked to investigate crimes occurring within the city's Black community — to go into neighborhoods where their credibility as Black officers gave them access that no white detective could achieve, and to do so without the backing that the department owed every officer as a matter of basic professional obligation — illuminates, with uncomfortable clarity, the precise nature of the exploitation involved. The department wanted what Sanders and Gilford could provide. It was not prepared to provide them, in return, with what it routinely provided everyone else.



​IV.

To fully appreciate what this situation meant in practice — what it felt like, from the inside, to occupy the position that Sanders and Gilford occupied — it is worth pausing to consider the sociology of what scholars sometimes call the "dual consciousness" of Black professionals in predominantly white institutions.

The concept was first articulated, in its most powerful form, by W.E.B. Du Bois in 1903, in his description of the African American experience of living simultaneously inside and outside the mainstream of American society — of perceiving oneself always through the eyes of a world that regards one's presence as anomalous, and of the psychological labor required to maintain integrity and purpose within that condition. Du Bois was writing about a broader social experience, but his analysis translates with particular precision to the situation of Black officers in predominantly white police departments, where the anomaly of one's presence is institutionally structured rather than merely socially ambient, and where the consequences of that anomaly are experienced not in the diffuse way of general social marginalization but in the specific, daily, professional form of missed promotions, withheld backup, and the constant low-level awareness that one is operating in an environment that did not design itself with one's success in mind.

For Sanders and Gilford, this dual consciousness operated on multiple levels simultaneously. Within the department, they were Black men in a white institution, navigating its culture with the constant, exhausting awareness of how their actions would be read through a racial lens that did not apply to their white colleagues. Within the broader city, they were police officers in Black neighborhoods, carrying the badge of an institution that had not historically served those neighborhoods well and that was, at the very moment of the Zebra investigation, engaged in practices — the mass stop-and-frisk of Operation Zebra — that those neighborhoods experienced as an occupying army rather than a protective service. They were, in the fullest sense, between.

This position was not entirely without its advantages, and Sanders's own account of his career makes clear that he understood those advantages and was strategic about deploying them. The same dual consciousness that made his institutional existence difficult also gave him something that no amount of investigative training could substitute for: a genuine understanding of the communities he was policing, rooted not in anthropological observation from a safe professional distance but in shared cultural history and personal experience. He knew how to talk to people, which people to talk to, and what could and could not be asked directly. He understood the specific ways in which the Black community's relationship to law enforcement shaped what information would and would not be voluntarily provided, and he knew — this was crucial for the Zebra investigation — when the normal reticence of a community that had learned to be careful about the police might be overcome, and what it would take to overcome it.
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